An event of unusual importance in connection with the reopening of the paintings galleries is the simultaneous exhibition in four adjacent galleries of paintings and other works of art from the collection of Robert Lehman, Vice-President and Trustee of the Museum. The Lehman collection will remain on view throughout the coming summer.
Of this same period the Coronation of the Virgin, formerly attributed to Fra Angelico and now considered the finest surviving work of Niccolb di Buonaccorso, deserves special attention. Perhaps its most curious feature is the arching row of seraphim peering out between their wings, which apparently sprout from the clavicles rather than from the more customary spot on the shoulder blades. The matter-of-fact detail in Giovanni Baronzio da Rimini's Feast of Herod may well hold our attention, whether for the early fourteenth-century architecture and costume, the table utensils, the aplomb with which the spectators view the ghastly charade, or the nice social distinction by which the servants, though occupying the foremost plane of the picture, are painted much smaller than Herod and his guests.
The fifteenth century is equally richly represented, and all the principal tendencies of that violently experimental age, at once inquiring and mystical, are to be seen here. We may choose where we will: all of these pictures seem far less remote than those of the preceding century, far closer in spirit to the preoccupations of our own time. Perhaps the modern sensibility will be most strongly attracted by the stark economy of Sassetta's Saint Anthony in the Wilderness. The good saint's inexplicable attitude of mild astonishment is due to the fact that he is encountering a demon, but this unseemly apparition was erased at an early date when it was thought that a mere picture of a devil was sufficient to bring misfortune to the owner. The Flemish pictures form another notable group, although fewer in number, and the earliest among them is of quite extraordinary interest. This is the masterpiece of Petrus Christus, known as The Legend of Saint Eligius and Saint Godeberta. It affords among American collections the only parallel to the celebrated Van Eyck double portrait of the Arnolfinis in the National Gallery, London. Painted only fifteen years later, in 1449, it is considered one of the first and most important paintings to depict an episode from the daily life of the times, for the religious subject is only a pretext; this it does with astounding fidelity not only to the personages and their costumes but to the fascinating array of objects in the court goldsmith's shop and to the passers-by in the street outside, which we see reflected in a convex mirror. Saint Godeberta-so goes a probably garbled later version of a seventh-century event-came with her fiance to the shop of Eligius, goldsmith and master of the mint to her father, King Dagobert, to be fitted for a wedding ring. Instead, Eligius slipped on her finger a holy ring which made her a mystic bride of Christ, so that she renounced her earthly engagement and devoted herself to a life that won her eventual canonization. The artist, who has depicted this as though it were a contemporary event, has achieved a wonderfully revealing exposition of this tensely dramatic episode and has simultaneously left us an almost hallucinatingly real record of an actual shop full of recondite objects devoted to the conquests of health, love, and the higher finance.
The enchanting Expulsion of Adam and Eve from Paradise by Giovanni di
Neither the personages nor the objects would be at home in either of the remarkable paintings by Memling in the collection. The more spectacular of these is the Annunciation, here treated with such detached gravity that only the angel adjusting the Virgin's train betrays any emotion over the gratifying solemnity of the sacred news. The Portrait of a Man, the largest and finest of Memling's essays in this genre, is again of such detached and saintly character that the picture was indeed at one time converted into a Saint Sebastian by the addition of a halo and an arrow, since removed. The four panels by Gerard David, formerly the wings of an altarpiece but now framed in the form of a double diptych, are likewise characterized by a silent gravity, full of wonder, in which all the action seems to be seen though a thick crystal of preternatural clarity. The original panels have, like fortunate Siamese twins, been split so that both sides can now be viewed: those which once were the main faces of the altar wings represent Christ Bearing the Cross and the Resurrection, while what was formerly the reverse depicts the Of the well-known medieval tapestries in the collection there are three of outstanding quality that have been chosen for exhibition: the Last Supper, Saint Veronica, and a Falcon Hunt. The latter gives us a delightful insight into the earthy yet elegant side of the Gothic temperament, for this was the age of chivalry as well as a time of deep spiritual preoccupation.
Among the aquamaniles of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries perhaps the most entertaining is the Flemish piece of about I400 representing Aristotle and Phyllis. There was a time when any educated person could be expected to recognize the actors and to penetrate the meaning of this playful conceit as an allegory of the triumph of love over wisdom. The story refers to a perhaps apocryphal escapade of the great philosopher who managed for once to elude his wife but lost his dignity in doing so. He seems to have considered the results to be worth it, and the thought that so noble a mind could nonetheless stoop to folly was a great comfort to medieval intellectuals. Others in the group which will command special attention are the horseman with a falcon and the Samson and the lion, both German pieces of the fourteenth century.
About twenty examples have been chosen from the extensive collection of medieval and early renaissance illuminations, many of which will be unfamiliar to the public. The magnificence, brilliance of color, and often fascinating detail of these mostly anonymous miniatures will repay the closest study as well as give delightful surprise and pleasure. The most celebrated among them is the only sheet in America from the great Book of Hours of Etienne Chevalier, who was counselor to Charles VII and Louis XI in the middle of the fifteenth century, illuminated by Jean Fouquet. Although the subject of this page is the Vespers of the Holy Ghost, in which a swarm of demons is miraculously dispersed, the principal interest for modern eyes
